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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this study was to understand how schools can 
raise school performance, with emphasis on schools serving low-income students 
and schools with low baseline performance levels. The research focused on a 
limited group of rapidly improving schools in Washington state and a small 
number of matched nonimproving schools studied for purposes of comparison. In 
the 1998-1999 school year, a related study focused on improving elementary 
schools. This study expands the investigation to include middle schools but 
continues to interview representatives of elementary schools in their third 
year of testing in the Washington Assessment of Student Learning (WASL) 
program. To see if the 1998-1999 findings held true for middle schools, 
researchers interviewed principals at 32 middle and junior high schools across 
the state. Twenty-two of these schools had made strong gains on the seventh 
grade WASL. Also interviewed were 10 principals from middle and junior high 
schools with similar characteristics that made few or no gains from 1998 to 
1999. Interviews were also held with 24 principals from the elementary schools 
of the previous study. Findings show that improving middle schools are 
applying the same improvement strategies elementary schools are using, only in 
slightly different ways. Successful middle schools: (1) overcome the culture 

of compartmentalization"; (2) analyze and address incoming students" needs; 

(3) take a hands-on, interventionist approach to student learning; (4) 
aggressively support students who need extra help; and (5) focus on 
opportunities rather than excuses. The. study also identified challenges both 
middle and elementary schools face in the process of improvement. An appendix 
discusses studying gains and losses in WASL scores. (SLD) 
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Introduction 



In 1993, the Washington legislature enacted EHB 1209, the Washington State Education 
Reform Act, which set in motion the creation of new K-12 educational standards and 
assessments to measure student performance in several areas. The first testing began in 
the spring of 1997 when Washington’s 4 th grade students took the Washington 
Assessment of Student Learning (WASL) in reading, writing, math and listening. 

Each year since, the new state standards system has expanded. In 1998, middle schools 
administered the first round of assessments in reading, writing, math and listening to 7 th 
graders. In 1999, the first 10 lh grade assessments were piloted. 

As the system grows, so does the pressure to improve. Now that they have had more 
time to get used to the new standards and adjust their practice, schools are expected to 
make gains in student achievement. They are seeing their successes and failures 
broadcast on the front page of local newspapers. The Legislature has required elementary 
schools to set four-year reading targets, and the new state commission A+ Commission is 
defining how schools will be held accountable for ensuring that their students meet the 
new standards. 

The purpose of the educational standards system is not to create pressure for its own sake. 
The system is, instead, meant to focus the efforts of individual schools toward common 
learning expectations as defined by the state Essential Academic Learning Requirements 
(EALRs). Seven years into the process, the state is now faced with two challenges: First, 
ensuring that all students meet the new higher standards for student learning; and second, 
making certain that improvements in school and student performance are sustained over 
time. 

The Center on Reinventing Public Education is attempting to answer these questions by 
studying how principals and teachers respond to the new state standards and documenting 
effective strategies for improving school performance on the new state exams. 
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Research Strategy 



The purpose of this study was to understand how schools can raise student performance. 
We were particularly interested in schools serving low-income students and schools with 
low baseline performance levels. In addition, the study sought to know whether schools 
could sustain gains in performance, and what it takes to do so. 

Our research focused on a limited group of rapidly-improving schools and a small 
number of matched non-improving schools studied for purposes of comparison. We did 
not study a representative sample of all Washington schools. In fact our schools were 
non-representative; we studied them because they were dramatically improving. Our 
results show what can be done, not what is being done in the average Washington State 
school. 

1998-99 study: Making Standards Work 

This year’s study is our second. Last year, results from the 1998 WASL offered the first 
opportunity for us to look at changes in test scores over a two-year period. In our 1998-99 
study, we interviewed improving elementary schools, defined as those whose scores had 
increased at more than twice the statewide average, and compared their improvement 
strategies to schools that served similar groups of students, as measured by race and 
income, but were not making progress. 

We were especially interested in studying rapidly-improving schools with high poverty 
rates, on the belief that their success stories would help those struggling with similar 
challenges. Although not all of the schools we studied were high poverty schools, most of 
our sample schools had poverty rates above the state average. Our goal was to find 
common threads in these schools’ strategies and to share those insights broadly to help 
other schools improve. 

We found striking differences between the two groups. Improving schools had the 
following common attributes. They: 

• Focused on a few key schoolwide goals. 

• Pulled staff together to work as a team. 

• Based improvement strategies on the unique needs of their school. 

• Targeted resources and energy toward their key goals. 

• Understood that attitude matters. 
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